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STEM at Stead: Bringing STEM to the UI Stead Family Children’s Hospital 
The average length of stay of pediatric patients at the UI Stead Family Children’s Hospital is 
9.96 days. As a result of their extended or frequent visits to the hospital, pediatric patient often 
can miss key lessons in school that ultimately inspire higher learning in STEM.  
 
Figure 1: View of Kinnick Stadium from the 12th floor of the University of Iowa Stead Family Children’s Hospital. This image 
was taken from inside the program event room, the Pressbox Cafe. 
For my outreach program I brought a variety of STEM activities to the pediatric patients in the 
form of ‘Science Nights’. The target audience of this project was 3rd to 5th grade, however each 
activity done during these programs was carefully chosen to be applicable to children of all ages. 
 
Figure 2: The Press Box Cafe in the UI Stead Family Children’s Hospital. The location where the event nights were hosted.  
Through my project, I hope to 
provide an experience in which 
children can explore STEM by 
running the experiments 
themselves, much like what they 
would experience if they were in a 
science lab course. With the help 
of other student volunteers and the 
generosity of local partners, I hope 
to inspire these children to learn 
more about science. 
Figure 3: Image from the first event, the 
engineering night. Pictured is a participant 
testing out his paper airplane.  
I began by using online resources, such as Pinterest, as well as colleagues to choose activities 
and break them down into different disciplines. I then reached out to Kathy Whiteside, a Child 
Life Specialist at the hospital. I worked closely with Kathy, to order supplies and choose dates 
for the events. Bringing events to the hospital is very structured. The hospital had already set 
blocks of time for events. I chose to host the events on Thursday evenings at 7 pm. Advertising 
for the event was done by Child Life. Handouts were created for each activity outlining the 
supplies needed, instructions as well as questions to ponder and notes for leading the activity. 
Each of the handouts were reviewed by Dr. Mark McDermott from the College of Education. An 
example handout is displayed in figure 4.  
 
Figure 4: Example handout. This handout was used to direct volunteers and parents through helping the kids make ice cream as 
an activity for chemistry night. Every handout is outlined in a similar fashion, it includes a title of the activity, picture of end 
result or science behind it, supplies needed, instructions and a “what did you learn” section.  
I began this project with pediatric patients in the UI Children’s Hospital as my target audience. 
After the first night, Engineering night, I broadened my target audience to include the siblings 
and friends of the 
patients as well. Not only 
does this audience 
encourage the attendance 
of my original audience, 
they also often miss 
school to spend time 
with their loved ones 
during their stays at the 
hospital.  
Figure 3: The reaction on a 
patient’s face after watching the 
‘volcano’ explode! He proceeded 
to try different combinations of 
vinegar and baking soda to make 
the ‘biggest’ volcano. Image 
taken during the geology night.  
 
Six event nights were held approximately every other week. The disciplines covered in these 
nights were engineering, geology, physics, biology, astronomy and chemistry. Each night 
consisted of three hands-on activities led by my volunteers and myself. For geology night, the 
Science Booster Club helped us include a fossil exhibit and a stargaze activity was made possible 
through collaboration with physics students. 
A total of 24 patients and 38 family and friends participated in the event nights. A survey for 
each activity was used to gauge the effectiveness of the activity to engage the participant. The 
survey was created using a variety of emojis that stimulate a emotion towards an activity. A 
small description was written below each emoji and can be seen in figure 4. In my first iteration 
of this survey the second emoji was the ‘nerd’ emoji or the emoji with glasses. This emoji was 
replaced with the one currently seen because of feedback from my volunteers who thought it was 
interfering with results as the kids had a strong liking to that specific emoji. One volunteer was 
told, “I loved this activity but the nerd emoji is my favorite.”   
 Figure 4: Happy Face Survey example. These surveys were created for each individual activity and used to gauge the success of 
the activity. 
All of the activities showed strong results with most participants choosing either the first or the 
second emoji to describe their feelings for the activity. Figure 5 displays the results of the 
surveys. Surveys were not given to every participant due to inconsistent distribution by the 
volunteers. 
 
Figure 5: Results from the Happy Face Surveys per event night.  
I gained a lot from this project. Not only was I given the opportunity to share my love science, I 
was able to create connections with others on campus. There were few hurdles that could not 
easily be overcome by reaching out for assistance from others. I found support from my peers as 
well as faculty around campus. This collaboration was without a doubt the key to making this 
project successful.  My ultimate goal for this project was to create a foundation for a sustainable 
program that will foster continued exploration of STEM for pediatric patients at the UI Stead 
Family Children’s Hospital. I believe I was successful in doing so as seen by the number of 
individuals that have already dedicated time to making STEM at Stead a reality. I am excited to 
see how this program grows long after my graduation.  
